This study aims to explore how Chinese overseas doctoral students adjust to a different academic, social and cultural environment, using Giddens' theoretical framework of self-identity (1991). The findings indicate the participants proactively used various coping strategies in meeting challenges, and adapting to new social environments. Continuity and stability of selfidentity were achieved either culturally or academically through self-reflexivity, autonomy, creativity, authenticity, and reliance on an ontological identity. The result is to challenge the grand narrative of essentialised "problematic Chinese learners".
Introduction
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The UK is currently one of the principal destinations for those travelling abroad in order to study. According to UKCISA (2015) , there were over 80,000 mainland Chinese students studying in the UK in academic year 2013/14 -the largest group of international students in this market. The present study explores a topic which has received very little attention to date, namely the identity negotiation of Chinese doctoral students during their stay in the UK. We will start with a brief discussion of previous research in this area and a justification of the choice of Giddens' theory of self-identity as the theoretical framework for the study. Analysis of narratives collected in one-toone semi-structured interviews with 11 PhD students from a range of disciplines will then be used to offer fresh insights on how they coped with the new academic environment and to point to implications for those involved in international education.
Previous studies on Chinese international students
Several themes emerge from the growing number of studies of Chinese international students. Among the earliest writers on this subject, Jin and Cortazzi (1993) including Li (2007) and Edwards et al. (2007) , explore the challenges faced by Chinese students primarily from the perspective of university teachers, focusing on issues such as low levels of competence in English and pastoral care. In a similar vein, Huang (2008) explores differences between the 3 understanding of 'critical thinking' on the part of Masters' students in Tourism and Hospitality and that of their teachers.
Increasingly, however, assumptions about the cultural differences assumed to explain the 'problems' of Chinese students are being subjected to critical scrutiny. Stephen (1997, p.115) , while recognizing that such explanations 'have a surface appeal', argues that they 'should be seen as part of a historically situated and contested discourse'. Other researchers within the field of intercultural education, too, take issue with the widespread essentialisation of China and the ways in which assumed cultural differences lead researchers into the trap of 'othering' Chinese students. For this reason, Dervin (2009) advocates 'a move away from culturalism and essentialism' towards a consideration of the 'diverse diversities' of students (see also Feng, 2009 ).
A parallel development, then, is the growing reluctance to treat Chinese students as a homogenous group. Grimshaw (2007, p.308) , for instance, advocates that "rather than accepting explanations of Chinese students that are based on exotic stereotypes, we should seek to relate to them first and foremost as people". Edwards and An (2006) and Cross and Hitchcock (2007) also provide support for this position.
A final strand of research on Chinese international students focuses on negative experiences, such as marginalisation, perceived discrimination, prejudice, stereotypes and racism (see, for instance, Coates, 2006; Brown 2009; Tian and Lowe, 2009). 4 While previous studies have explored the intercultural experiences of undergraduate and postgraduate students at Masters level (e.g. Ding, 2009; Wu, 2014) , the present study is based on Chinese PhD students. In moving away from the essentialism and 'othering' of much earlier work, it aims to address the complexities and nuances of the identity formation and negotiation of Mainland Chinese doctoral students in the UK, and to examine the extent to which individual experiences within an intercultural setting can influence understanding of self. It is hoped that the findings of this study will inform the future development of the internationalisation of higher education.
Theoretical framework
Much of the existing research on Chinese international study has been undertaken explicitly or implicitly within the framework of cultural studies (e.g. Abubaker, 2008) or acculturation theory (e.g. Yu and Wang, 2011) . In contrast, the present study, with its focus on identity negotiation, is underpinned by Giddens' (1991) concept of "the reflexive project of the self" in which identity is seen as unfixed, fragmented, socially constructed, and reflexive. Consistent with the authors' aim to avoid 'othering', this approach challenges the notion of identity as categorised, essentialised, imposed and united, and departs in important respects from other studies of the intercultural adaptation of Chinese students.
Firstly, in a post-traditional world where opinions are no longer considered to be influenced by long standing customs, self-identity is not anchored in 5 traditional collective categories such as ethnicity, gender, age or social class.
In other words, it is not something that is simply given, but rather is understood in terms that are "coherent, yet continuously revised, biographical narratives" (Giddens, 1991, p.5) . The emphasis, then, is on the role of narrative in understanding the Self. As Stivers (1993, p.412) Secondly, self-identity is created and maintained through continuous selfobservation and self-introspection. The self manages and maintains the continuity of the narrative by means of constant self-reflexivity, through which a sense of 'ontological security' (Giddens, 1991, p.243 ) -or order and continuity -is achieved. This process allows past biographical narratives to be interpreted from the standpoint of the present; it also plays an important part in accommodating new experiences, events and information.
Thirdly, the reflexive project of the self is governed by the moral principle of authenticity in order to ensure that individuals are "true" to themselves. Choice and life-planning, which involve calculated risk taking, are very important mechanisms in the reflexive project of the self, in which "we are not who we
are, but what we make of ourselves" (Giddens, 1991, p.75) . Individuals 6 reflexively create their self-identity by choosing between different life paths. In the period of late modernity, where choices are no longer constrained by tradition, individuals have to make "internally referential" choices which involve "the creation of a personal belief system by means of which the individual acknowledges that his first loyalty is to himself" (Giddens, 1991, p.80) .
It is hoped that the current study will contribute to the growing body of empirical research (e.g. Lawson, 2010; Cook, 2008) underpinned by Giddens' notion of reflexive self. The inductive analysis (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, p.389) which follows was guided by the research question, the theoretical underpinnings, the existing literature, and the themes emerging from the data. The unit of coding was an "extended account" (Riessman, 2000, p.7) , which consisted of block interview quotes reflecting participants' comments on a given topic. Member-checking and triangulation based on different data sources (interviews and focus group discussions) were used in order to ensure rigour; however, we draw only on interview data in the present paper. Issues of reflexivity (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983) , of particular importance given LY's insider status, were addressed throughout the study to maximise the trustworthiness of the findings.
Research methodology
Findings and discussion
All the participants explained how they coped with the new environment and the various strategies they used to adapt and adjust to their new lifestyle. Five interrelated themes recurred throughout their narratives: self-reflexivity, creativity, ontological identity, autonomy, and authenticity. In the discussion that follows, the interviewee names are pseudonyms in order to preserve the anonymity of the participants.
Self-reflexivity
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The first main theme that emerged from the data is self-reflexivity. For Giddens (1991, p.76) , self-reflexivity, or the reflexivity of the self, is specific to late modernity: The practice of self-reflexivity enables Yuanyuan to question her own perspective and show empathy towards others through self-interrogation.
While it does not radically change her self-identity, it facilitates her intercultural adaptation. On the level of theory, this excerpt demonstrates how a successful intercultural experience demands heightened cultural awareness in interactions with others, and a re-appraisal of one's own culture and ways of thinking, entering the realm of "discursive" consciousness. The implication is that self-reflexivity empowers Yuanyuan in terms of "keeping the narrative going" in the new environment by adopting recognised social roles in situated contexts. Over time, it has the potential to accelerate her social inclusion in the second language setting.
Another participant, Xiulian, a second year female PhD student (aged 30) working on design innovation, was able to give a further example of how selfreflexivity can play an especially significant role in identity formation: Xiulian understands that her position as a PhD student in relation to her supervisor has changed over time as she has come to understand the nature of doctoral study and the supervisory relationship in UK universities. She was able to reflexively re-organise experiences from the standpoint of the present so as to maintain a biographical narrative through time and space, achieving a greatly improved relationship with her supervisor in the process.
Another participant, Zhiqiang, a 32 year old doctoral student and applied linguist, similarly drew upon self-reflexivity as a resource to maintain his identity in the intercultural setting: This excerpt, too, demonstrates how self-reflexivity facilitates intercultural adaptation, and improves the quality of experience, changing students' view of themselves and the people around them. In short, all three narratives indicate that self-reflexivity and intercultural adaptation are dynamically interrelated processes which lead to a deeper understanding of the self and the new sociocultural field.
Creativity
The second emergent theme is creativity. As explained by Giddens (1991) , involvement in a creative way with others and with the social world requires the individual to transcend their own habits of understanding or thinking. The 12 discussion which follows, then, will focus on how individuals use their creativity to safeguard their self-identity. The data here will be presented under two main headings: the perceived language problem and perceived discrimination.
Perceived Language Problem
The perceived language problem is demonstrated in the following exchange: In order to sustain a coherent sense of his teaching self, Jianjun, a 28 year old PhD student in engineering who works as a teaching assistant, has to protect himself against potential threats to his perceived identity. Teaching in a British university demands a high level of English proficiency. As a non-native speaker of English, Jianjun lacks the linguistic capital highly valued in the new academic field, something which might be seen as a potential threat to his feelings of ontological security. However, he draws upon resources such as his educational capital (subject knowledge and logical reasoning) to create a confident narrative which allows him to claim ownership of English. As Widdowson (1994 , cited in Fernández, 2005 , p.89) points out, "to own a language is to be able to affirm oneself through it and to adapt it to one's own meaning and wishes".
Rather than portraying himself as an incompetent non-native English speaker, Jianjun builds confidence and successfully negotiates legitimacy as a second language (L2) speaker. In his narrative, he creatively positions himself as a resilient multi-competent L2 user (Cook, 2002) , underlining the relevance of personal agency in the process. As Song (2013, p.5) This excerpt shows how Jiayi's creativity protects her sense of ontological security in the face of the threat from her level of English proficiency. She works reflexively to claim her legitimate right to speak English and successfully manages the threats posed to her identity. This creativity allows her to define herself as a multi-competent L2 user and "legitimate speaker" 15 (Bourdieu, 1977, p.650) rather than a passive non-native speaker; she refuses to accept native speakers as her "frames of reference" (Huang and Zhu, 2006) , defining herself as a competent user of English as opposed to an "imperfect or deficient speaker of British or American standard English" (Ferguson, 2008, p.146) or an incompetent English language learner. Indeed, as Ryan (2006, p.24) points out: "a language functioning on the global scale of present-day English alters our sense of ownership of the language; the distinctions between the learner and the user become blurred".
Perceived discrimination
Creativity is also evident in student accounts of perceived discrimination. It would seem that participants in the present study are not particularly troubled by this discourse in relation to Chinese students (e.g. Grimshaw, 2008 Thinking creatively and reflexively, Jianjun manages to safeguard his sense of ontological security from potential threats caused by perceived racial discrimination. He rejects the discourse of discrimination, refusing to allow himself to be dubbed as inferior. His narrative reveals his strong sense of self-confidence or even superiority in relation to his self-identity, enabling him to "keep the narrative going" (Giddens, 1991) .
Ontological identity
In discussing identity, it is useful to distinguish here between categorical and ontological identity (Taylor, 1998) . Categorical identity refers to the social categories we are assigned according to gender, ethnicity, class or nationality.
Ontological identity, in contrast, is the unique self which one wants or chooses to be, allowing the individual a coherent sense of self. For example, Tao's narrative below demonstrates that he relies upon his ontological self as a resource to build an identity consistent with his sense of self, rejecting his ascribed, essentialised social identity (as Chinese), and challenging the grand narrative which constructs the Chinese as the "sexist, oppressive, mysterious, inscrutable, exotic, and savage cultural/racial Other" (e.g. Yin, 2005, p. Ying thus contests the marginalised and essentialised categorical Chinese cultural identity ascribed by society, and discursively constructs her ontological identity by declaring "this is not me". Rather than perceiving herself as a victim, Ying, creates her own life narrative, discussing the issue in a detached and analytical way, without referring to discourses of ethnicity.
Her account can be seen as a narrative of self-protection, which helps her guard against the potential threat to her coherent sense of self posed by the contradiction between her perceived and "privileged" self-identity and the identity assigned by the society in which she now lives.
Autonomy
The fourth main theme that emerges from this research concerns autonomous learning, i.e. "the capacity to take control of one's own learning" (Benson, 2001, p.47) . Autonomy, personal and intellectual independence, and confidence are among the qualities required if doctoral students are to develop as researchers in their specialised fields (Hockey, 1991; Johnson, Lee & Green, 2000; Phillips, 1994; Ryan & Zuber-Skerritt, 1999) . Wright and Lodwick (1989) , for instance, report that students who work independently of their supervisors and plan their own work are more likely to succeed.
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The earlier discussion focussed on the way in which students' creativity allowed them to define themselves as 'legitimate speakers'. The fact that participants in the present study contest the notion that they are imperfect English speakers or incompetent language learners, however, should not be taken to indicate that English language learning is not a major challenge for Chinese doctoral students. The narratives which follow illustrate how they use their autonomy to take responsibility for their own learning, and how they cope with difficulties they encounter in their study in relation to both language proficiency and doctoral learning.
Coping with language challenges
The data offer a number of examples of difficulties experienced by students in relation to linguistic competence. English proficiency was a constant challenge during their stay in the UK. For instance, Weiwei comments: 
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Both Weiwei and Luyao configure their narratives in a way which portrays them as reflexive and autonomous agents able to take varying degrees of ownership for their language learning. Studying abroad has provided them with a unique opportunity to invest in language learning (Norton, 2000) , accumulating the symbolic and material capitals valued in UK higher education. From a theoretical perspective, this pattern of response supports Giddens' concept of "the reflexive project of the self", in which the self acts with agency and discernment.
Coping with doctoral study In addition to the linguistic challenges, participants have to cope with doctoral study itself. As already indicated, doctoral degree programmes emphasise learner autonomy (Johnson, Lee and Green, 2000; Phillips, 1994; Ryan and Zuber-Skerritt, 1999; Delamont and Eggleston, 1983 and Wright and Lodwick, 1989 ).
The present study suggests that Chinese students rely heavily on their own resources; they are autonomous learners, highly motivated and able to control their own study, using a range of strategies. Jianjun, for instance, engages in planning in advance in light of his needs and perceptions of the task in The challenges faced by Xiaogang (aged 29), a third year student in engineering, were mainly caused by his weakness in subject-specific knowledge. In order to achieve academic success, he uses "resourcing" strategies (O'Malley and Chamot, 1990) This excerpt not only suggests that doctoral students and host institutions should share responsibility for improving the student experience, but also highlights Jianjun's learner autonomy. In addition, his narratives question the grand narrative of the essentialised "problematic Chinese learner" as "passive, uncritical and over-reliant on the instructor" (Grimshaw, 2007, p.299) .
Authenticity
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The essence of authenticity is "being true to yourself" (Giddens, 1991, p.78 ).
In contrast with previous studies of intercultural adaptation, this study suggests that participants such as Peipei (aged 28), a final year business student, follow the principle of authenticity and egalitarianism in intercultural interaction rather than seeking opportunities for socialising with other students at all costs. By "conquering emotional blocks and tensions that prevent us from understanding ourselves" (Giddens, 1991, p.78) Through a long process of reflexivity, Peipei has nurtured a sense that she is a "worthy person" (Giddens, 1991, p.79) , who now feels that "one should have self-respect" and "we should treat ourselves as equal to others". She 
Conclusion
This study addressed the question of how Chinese students adapt and adjust to a different academic and sociocultural environment. Within the framework of Giddens' theory of self-identity, the discussion illustrates how participants interpret their intercultural experiences in the UK and which issues they identify as significant for their self-definition. To achieve this end, various coping strategies used by the participants in meeting challenges and adapting to the new social, cultural and academic environments in the UK were highlighted. At the centre of the analysis is individuals' self-articulation of their perceptions, experiences and themselves in relation to culture, language and identity. This approach offers the participants a chance to "speak" for themselves and to show the depths and complexities of their experiences. It also emphasises the nuances of identity formation in students, whose experiences cannot be captured in neat typologies. 29 The findings indicate that participants were hard at work exercising different degrees of reflexivity and agency in the construction of their self-identities.
They proactively use various coping strategies in meeting challenges and adapting to the new social, cultural and academic environments in the UK, managing to maintain a "robust" sense of narrative continuity (Giddens, 1991) .
Stability is achieved through self-reflexivity, autonomy, creativity, authenticity, and reliance on an "ontological self" (Taylor, 1998) . Participants' narratives suggest that they are autonomous, creative, independent, positive, open, reflexive, and generally upbeat about the various challenges they face. Their collective narratives question the grand narrative of the essentialised "problematic" Chinese learner. It is therefore reasonable to argue that Chinese PhD students in the UK are not a homogeneous group, either culturally or academically. Students should be treated as individuals rather than using labels ascribed in accordance with social categories such as gender, class, ethnicity or nationality; individual voices should be heard, and individual needs should be met. Universities clearly need to be aware of the challenges that these students face, to foster staff empathy with and sympathy for students, and to create an inclusive and welcoming environment that encourages intercultural communication and enhances intercultural competency.
